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STATEMENT OF PURPOSE: A Personal Comment on Aging
My purpose in undertaking this theme of aging for my thesis
has been and will be, (for I know it will be recurring in my
work in future years to come, Ho. show what is - the things
that make strong impressions on one's mind, but at further
study or reflection become understood as part of the whole
to which we all belong.
I like to think of people and the stages of their lives as
being like the cycle of leaves on a tree that go through the
outward stages of change - gathering more color, more lines
and finally falling from the tree to the ground where it
etill lives - not for itself, but now nourishing the ground.
Working in a nursing home last year was quite an experience
for me. I had never thought much about that aspect of life
before. Life, to me, was a search for the fulfillment of
the self and I was sure that at the end of everyone's life
they found that fulfillment. I was really shocked to see
the condition that so many people were in, but even more
shocked to see confusion and questions instead of an answer
in the eyes of so many. As I became friends with some of the
patients there, I found that they had so much to give in the
way of wisdom gained through past experiences, but there
were so few people who realized the importance of what each
person had to say. I also found that when there was a lis
tening ear given to someone like Mrs. Frey or Mrs. Abel or
Mrs. Fisher, some of that fulfillment was realized because
they could feel useful again in being able to give some
thing of themselves to others. I wondered why so few people
came to visit and why, when they did, they were so anxious
to leave. I wanted to let others kftow the beauty of these
people and to not let them die forgotten.
carol a. caffrey
(1)
TIME TABLE
Since my thesis did not Involve technical processes and
problems, I did not feel that it was necessary to record
all the steps or keep a record of what I did each day, al
though I did keep a kind of diary to record my thoughts
and impressions each time that I visited the Home.
In general, the first quarter was spent in sketching, look
ing, taking some Polaroid photos of certain persons at the
Home and doing a lot of thinking - trying to collect all
the strong impressions that I had and form, them into rela
tionships that would best express my thoughts about life and
people - particularly the very old. The little research that
I did did not have any great effect on my work, because I did
not want to look at other artists' way of expressing similiar
ideas - I wanted to develop my own personal expression and
concentrate only on that.
I had no problems in talking with the people at the Home since
I knew most of the patients or residents from the time that
I worked there as a nurse's aide. I also knew which people
would not like to be sketched and understood their feelings.
During the first two quarters I visited the Home practically
every weekend - sometimes sketching or photographing, but more
often just visiting with no thought of
'thesis' on my mind.
I did very few finished drawings for the first two quarters
and any that I did were complete failures. It was only in the
latter part of the second quarter and all third quarter that
I started getting some results that I liked. Once I saw
something good coming through, my ideas came more easily and
frequently.
(2)
DEVELOPMENT
My first thought was to draw the people in the Home very real
istically with their past in mind - kind of an elegy to the
people whose stories I knew a little about. I knew that I
would be using subtle colors because to me they represent the
layers or fine transparent 'skins' of a person's life that run
together imperceptively.
it
When I first proposed my thesis I submitted under the title,
"A Social Comment on the Two Extreme Generations and their
Relationship." I planned on showing the gap between the
young' and the 'old' with many drawings commenting on the
coldness and impersonal attitudes of the teen-age nurse's aides.
I wanted to show the farce of these girls trying to be so
'grown-up', laughing and joking about the patients, thinking
that they understood it all, but rejecting those who had al
ready been through it.
Ky advisor, Mr. Solowski, suggested that in order to prepare
for my drawings, I should look at the works of artists who's
objective was also social commentary. He mentioned Kaethe
Kollwitz as the one main artist that I should study and who
has been a favorite artist of mine since high school. I like
the simplicity of her forms and the powerful expression that
those forms convey. Her identification with her subjects, I
think, is what makes her drawings come to life. Other artists
that Mr. Solowski mentioned were Jack Levine and Ben Shahn.
I thought that by drawing the people and their surroundings
very realistically, making the angle of view and the color
portray the mood would be the best way. Mr. Solowski suggested
that I study Andrew Wyeth's work. I did, but when I tried to
be so intricate and precise my drawings, instead of revealing
an inner state, became cold, stiff and lifeless. Mr. Solow
ski thought that photograph* might help just to keep a partic-
(3)
ular pose or expression in mind. I was very much against
taking photos at first, because I didn't think the people
at the Home would like that very much. I had had experiences
before when I worked there and sometimes would ask someone
if they would like me to sketch a picture of them. Some per
sons were so depressed about their physical condition that
they did not want to see themselves in a drawing. Of course
there were many others who really liked to have their portraits
sketched so that they could make presents of them to their
families. And, as I wouldn't accept money in exchange, in re
turn I received candy, ceramic dishes made by the person, and
unused gifts given by some relative who didn't understand that
person's real need.
When I finally got up enough courage to take photos, I found
that it was the same way and much easier than I expected it
to be. The camera I used was a Polaroid Swinger loaned to me
by a friend. At first I made a lot of mistakes because I was
nervous. I ruined several roles of film before I finally got
the feel of it. Many people liked the pictures I took and I
had to take many because I gave so many away. Even though the
camera was easy and fast to use I still felt uneasy about
photographing. Sometimes it seemed hard and cruel.
Once when I brought the camera with me to the Home I was for
tunate to come on the same day as the Christmas Party. The
whole day's events left a deep impression on my mind. The en
tertainers were a group of Girl Scouts and Brownies who began
the program by going into the rooms of all those who were able
to be put in a wheel chair or walk with or without help, and
then escorting them to the recreation room. Previously in the
day the nurse's aides had curled the women's hair painted their
faces and nails, and dressed them in their best finery. The
men also were 'spruced up1. Then came the 'grand procession'
with the young girls wheeling the patient's in, but not even
concerned with the individual that they were with. They treat
ed the older people as objects in their chairs and talked only
(4)
with other young girls. Some of the older people didn't even
know that they were all dressed up and some did - they had a
very sad look on their faces thinking about themselves and that
whole, big, superficial circus that they were forced to take
part in. But many others seemed to really enjoy it like chil
dren at a party, smiling delightedly at the prospect of get
ting ice cream and cookies or the gifts that were being raffled
off, and pleased if anyone said, "Oh how nice you look all dressed
up!" I took many pictures that day, trying to capture the
young and the old in one picture (at that point I was still
trying to include both extremes).
I came to another paradox in my approach - should I be general
or should I concentrate on individuals? There are so many
stories - each person has a whole world wrapped up inside of
him - and I have different feelings for each person, but when
I think further I think of something that envelops all these
people. So I went from a "trying-to-draw-everything-very-
realistically-approach" to a more symbolic approach using suggestive
forms instead of definitive ones. I found myself almost always
enclosing the person or persons of my drawings in some sort of
round shape, sometimes symbolic of a leaf and sometimes sym
bolic of an embryonic or womb form.
At first I was drawing with crayon and pencil on white paper,
but the drawings lacked expression and tended to be illustra-
tiony which was the one thing I was trying to get away from.
Then, while in Drawing class, I tried turpentine mixed with
etching resist as a wash on paper and really liked the effect
and decided to use it in my thesis drawings. The effect was
softer, I was able to be freer and less concerned with tight
detail. But it still wasn't free enough. I still seemed to
be holding myself back. I think that in this kind of drawing
one must forget completely how the res_.lt will appear to any
one else - how it might reflect on you. I think the answer
is to lose myself totally in the feeling that I have about
(5)
a particular person or idea or situation - to be uninhibited
by any outside influences.
I think I accomplished that sincereness in my first successful
drawing. The idea sprung from a strong Impression that I had
from one of my visits to the Home. I came into a room to find
a woman who I remembered from the time I worked there as an
aide. I could hardly recognize her. I walked up close to the
side of her bed to talk to her and saw the position that she was
in. Her arms were crossed over her chest and her legs were bent
so that her knees were drawn up to her chest also. It was like
the pictures I had seen of the fetus in a mother's womb. I
called her name when I saw that her eyes were open and looking
at me, but there was no response. At that moment a large Negro
woman who was a nurse's aide came in to change Mrs. Ridley's
bed. The aide was very warm and motherly-looking, with a gen
erous bosom. While she worked I sat with another lady in the
same room and watched. In order to change the sheets the aide
had to lift Mrs. Ridley into a chair. She talked to her sooth
ingly as she did this and gently cradled her as a mother does
her child. But even though she was trying to be so careful and
not hurt Mrs. Ridley, Mrs. Ridley cried andtat almost regular
intervals, made a sound that sounded sometimes like "Mama" and
sometimes like "Mercy". I tried to make her comfortable in the
chair, but, besides being in a permanent 'womb' position, she
also had terrible bedsores on her body. Then, as I talked to
her and caressed her face, stroking her gently and combing her
hair back, she stopped crying.
(1)
In the drawing, I tried to show the circle that we are all a
part of and a return to the beginning - at the end. A return
to "mother earth" - not to die and end, but to be born again
by living in and nourishing the hearts of others. The leave
is the symbol of new life or a rebirth.
Most of my other drawings are more depressing - at least to
(6)
other people. I say, "Yes, but tils is what you see only on
first glance." That is what it is like when you see people in
a nursing home for the first time. The physical condition of
most of the people was very shocking to me. I saw cavernous
eyes, people who seemed to have no skin - just bones, and peo
ple living only because a small plastic tube or myriads of
tubes, kept life coarsing through their bodies. There were
people who didn't even know if they were alive or dead and
people so confused in their minds, they never knew who or
where they were from one minute to the next. All this and
the loneliness and the waiting is the depressing part. But
so many people stop at that and turn away Before they see what
lies beyond that surface. Maybe it is because they are afraid
for themselves. They can't seem to accept it and see the beau
ty of the cycle and the soul within the body.
(2)
In another drawing I have a man sitting in his chal_? with a
red cup in his hands. The cup is a symbol that evolved from
another observation that I made at the Home. So many of the
patients become very bored and look for something to change,
something to concentrate on rather than the empty loneliness
they feel. So when the meal comes it becomes a life - a bright
spot to grab onto and hold. Some people will praise the cooks
or talk about when they used to make the same dish. Some peo
ple will bicker and complain endlessly about the food and the
slow service they are getting. But everyone looks for those
hours during the day and holds onto them, and drags them out to
the last detail. Even though Mrs. Avery has just finished her
lunch only an hour ago, she keeps looking for the next meal
and complaining that it comes later and later every day.
That is why I have made a red cup - symbolizing the life that
is held onto so tightly. And the white starkness of the figure
that holds the cup with tenacious fingers, symbolizes my feel
ing about the body and how it becomes just an encasement of the
the soul within(the leave). Once again I have used an envelop
ing earthy form with white roots extending into it from the
(7)
figure. The patches of growing things in the man's lap are
his past. The window symbolizes the paradox of sterile, white
emptiness and eternal spring.
In another drawing I recalled an image that I saw on a television
program brought to my attention by Mr. Solowski, entitled,
"Don't Count the Candles" - a visual essay on aging by Lord
Snowdon. There was a sequence showing a man and wife in
very meager surroundings, sitting at their table eating. They
looked very, very old, but it was the kind of old that seems
like it will last forever. They were both intent on their meal
and not a word was spoken. All the sounds of silverware on
the plates and their chewing was recorded. The man could not
cut his own food so his wife did it for him. When the photo
grapher came in for close-ups, the couple stared back at him
still chewing their food, not flinching, only staring. They
had their own circle and it would always be that way, no one
could break through. In the drawing I showed the couple - a-
gain with the same starkness the woman cutting the man's food
on his plate which is really a hollow tube infused from the
other end with a yellow light. It's like he will go on and on
eating from that same hollow plate and then gradually merge
with the yellow light. His wife has veins that come from her
heart through to her hands and the fork and knife which makes
her a part of it all. And around the whole thing is the en
veloping form suggesting a leave. (It was in this drawing that
I found that I could get that leave effect by putting a bright
colored ink wash over a thick but uneven coating of etching
resist. I used it in other drawings later on.)
In another drawing I recalled a combination of things that
made impressions on me. First of all my grandfather was a
gardener allc0f his iife and now that he is old his mind be
comes confused at times and sometimes when talking of people,
he suddenly begins using plant terminology - not intentional,
,but to me vety meaningful. Also, I saw a photo exhibit at
(8)
the Eastman House of Mario Giacomelli's work. In it he had a
series of photographs taken at a nursing home and some shots
of older people on the streets as onlookers of the young. In
my drawing the man is an onlooker of a group of children that
he sees through a window. The group of dancing children are
enclosed in a seed shape. Holding the man's arm I have drawn
two gray hands that pull him away from the scene, but there is
a thread of red symbolizing life that holds him there.
One of Giacomelli's shots was of an old woman with dark glasses,
apparently blind, turning slightly, looking in the direction
of a spot behind her where a white kitten,was 'dancing* on its
hind legs. That photograph gave me another idea for a drawing.
(5)
In my drawing I used a similiar figure , but in different sur
roundings. I put her in the nursing home situation standing
beside her bed in the same room with a person who has just died.
The woman looks over her shoulder at that "white presence" and
sees beyond that material screen. The woman's own bed is a
field of wheat swaying in the breeze on only one side of her--
on the other side are harsher, dried out grasses touching her.
(4)
The drawing of the woman and the doll evolved from an impression
that I got from the TV special that I mentioned before, "Don't
Count the Candles". There was a woman talking about what aging
meant for her - not being able to walk much sitting by her win
dow most of the time and talking to her bird and the doll that
sat in a chair near the woman. The doll was dressed in a beau
tiful dress and had a life-like smile on her face. At one point
the woman said that the doll seemed so real at times, that she
was sure that she would speak in the next moment.
I am happy with the results of my last two drawings which came
about when I switched papers and mediums as my advisor suggested
to me. I also spent more time in the park sketching and 'soak
ing in1 all the spring colors. I changed from gray bogus paper
to a rough watwrcolor paper and from crayons and inks to more
(9)
light watercolor washes. The colors are also warmer - in the
first drawing done in that manner , I applied a light yellow
wash over the entire paper before starting. The drawing itself
is from a sketch that I made in the Poet's Garden of Highland
Park. There is a stone bench with those same words Inscribed
and behind the stone, in the distance are two trees that bloom
with white flowers in the Spring. It seemed to me that those
two trees were growing from that bench and that they symbolized
the life cycle, therefore, in my drawing the two trees contain
an embryo-like form and a face that I took from a negative of
one of the photographs from the Home. (6)
(7)
In the last drawing I used the same background, but instead of
the stone bench, I drew a person underground with legs of roots.
The ascending head symbolizes the part of a person which is not
part of him physically - rising through stages until it is above
the confines of the ground.
Throughout the school year this theme has come out in the work
I do for all my classes, particularly in Printmaking. Sometimes
my prints turn out better than the drawings I am doing. One
in particular is my favorite and I have asked for and received
permission from Mr. Bate to display it along with my drawings
in the exhibit. ^
(10)
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